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ABSTRACT 

This report presents an analysis of graduation rates 
for the New York City public high schools 6or recent years. The 
analysis is based on cohort data published by the City Board of 
Education. Preoccupation with the dropout rate may obscure the more 
important fact that the graduation rate has not improved. The 
proportion of New York City public high school entrants who drop out 
within 4 years has declined steadily, from 21.8 percent for the class 
of 1986 to 17.2 percent for the class of 1991. Only 41 percent of the 
class of 1986 graduated within 4 years, and this rate declined to a 
low of 37.6 percent in 1990. In 1991, the graduation rate rose 
slightly to 38.9 percent. Neither has the long-term graduation rate 
improved. Seven years after entering high school, only 57 percent of 
the classes of 1986, 1987, and 1988 had graduated, and rates did not 
improve in successive classes. Students may stay in school longer, 
but they are still not able to achieve performance standards. 
Improving the graduation rate will certainly require enhancing 
students' opportunities to take and pass required courses. Four 
tables present cohort data. Two appendixes (seven tables) further 
summarize study information. (SLD) 
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Half the battle 

The high school dropout rate is down, 
but the graduation rate is not rising 
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HALF THE BATTLE: 



THE DROPOUT RATE IS DOWN BUT THE GRADUATION RATE IS NOT RISING 



I. SUMMARY OF FINDINGS 

The high school dropout rate receives a great deal of public attention. It has been the 
subject of numerous reports and many newspaper stories, and reducing it has been the object of 
huge public expenditures. 1 Preoccupation with the dropout rate may, however, obscure a more 
important fact: the graduation rate has not improved. 

This report shows that the proportion of New York City public high school entrants who 
drop out within four years declined steadily, from 21.8% for the Class of 1986 (those who 
entered ninth grade in 1982-83) to 17.2% for the Class of 1991 (those who entered ninth grade 
in 1987-88). 2 Despite this, graduation rates have not generally improved. Key findings are: 

The four-year graduation rate has not improved. 

* Only 41 % of the Class of 1986 graduated within four years. Over the next 
few years, four-year graduation rates declined, reaching a low of 37.6% in 
1990. 

* In 1991, the four-year graduation rate rose to 38.9%, an improvement over 
two previous years, but a decline from 1986, 1987, and 1988. 

The longterm graduation rate has not improved. 

* Seven-year graduation data are available for the Classes of 1986 through 1989 . 
Seven years after entering high school about 57% of students in the Classes 
of 1986, 1987, and 1988 had graduated; rates did not improve with successive 
classes. 

* Six-year graduation data are available for the Classes of 1986 through 1989. 
The six-year graduation rate is the most complete information available for the 
Class of 1989. Six years, after entering high school, 53.1% of the Class of 
1989 had graduated, the lowest six-year graduation rate of any class to date. 



l In March 1984, the New York State legislature appropriated $22.5 million for dropout prevention; 
80% of those dollars went to New York City, given its high dropout rate. Each year since 1984, 
comparable amounts of momy for dropout prevention have flowed to the City. The story of the City's 
extensive dropout prevention efforts has been chronicled in a series of reports by the Public Education; 
including Dropout Prevention: A First Step (1985) and Effective Dropout Prevention: The Case for 
School Wide Reform (1988). 

2 Basic data are from Board of Education sources cited in the body of the report. 
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* Five-year graduation data are available for the Classes of 1986 through 1990. 
The five-year graduation rate is the most complete information available for 
the Class of 1990, Five years after entering high school, 49.5 % of the Class 
of 1990 had graduated. This rate is an improvement over 1986 and 1987, but 
it is worse than 1988 and 1989, 

Decreasing four-year dropout rates have meant that students stay in school longer. The 
percentage of students enrolling for a fifth year grew to 27,8 % of the Class of 1991 from 24.9 % 
of the Class of 1986, for example. Decreasing dropout rates have not meant higher graduation 
rates. 

The failure of graduation rates to improve when dropout rates have declined is only 
seemingly inconsistent* Graduation requirements increased with the Class of 1989, the year high 
school graduation rates edged downward, 3 Students stayed in school longer, but they were not 
able to achieve performance standards, 4 

In addition to tracking systemwide graduation trends over time, this report tracks four- 
year graduation trends on a school- and borough-basis over time. Key findings are: 

* Eighty-six (69%) of the City's 124 high schools graduated less than half 
of the Class of 1991; 20 high schools graduated less than 25%, Seven 
of those 20 high schools were traditional schools, which admit students 
directly from middle school; the other 13 were alternative schools, which 
serve students who have had problems elsewhere in the system and might 
be expected to have lower graduation rates. 

* In three high schools, the graduation rate declined more than 10 
percentage points between the Class of 1989 and the Class of 1991 ; in 1 1 
schools, the decline was five percentage points or more. The graduation 
rate improved by five percentage points or more in only four schools. 



3 In addition to competency tests in reading, writing, and mathematics, beginning with the Class of 
1989, students were required to pass a competency test in American history. An additional term of 
history was required beginning with the Class of 1989 and electives were constrained in favor of 
increased course combination/sequence requirements. The Class of 1991 faced additional competency 
tests in science and global studies and a proficiency exam in occupational education. Students who 
entered high school in September 1991 (Class of 1994) will be required to complete three years of 
mathematics, where two years were previously required. Despite increasing academic demands, high 
school students have actually had less access to instruction since 1986 as a function of budget cuts and 
other factors. Hie curriculum index, which identifies the number of units/credits students took on 
average in a given year, fell from 6.60 in 1986 to 5.71 in 1991. Twenty units are required to graduate. 

4 In Hanging in: A study of student credit accumulation in high school (1990), the Educational 
Priorities Panel reports that in 1989 almost two-thirds of all students failed one or more courses in the 
fall term and one-third failed three or more courses. 
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* Only one high school in the Bronx has a four-year graduation rate 
exceeding 50%, the Bronx High School of Science, which accepts 
students citywide. 

The report concludes that attempts to reduce the four-year dropout rate have had the 
positive effect of keeping students in school longer, but they have not led to improved graduation 
rates. One might even argue that attempts to maintain supportive services and prevent dropping 
out have had to compete with attempts to provide students with optimum course offerings and 
encourage timely graduation. 5 In any case, improving the graduation rate will certainly require 
efforts that enhance students' opportunity to take and pass required courses. 



H. ANALYSIS OF COHORT DATA 



This report presents results of an analysis of graduation rates for New York City public 
high schools for recent years. The analysis is based on cohort data 6 published by the New York 
City Board of Education. 7 



A. The high school graduati on rate has not improved. 

The proportion of New York City public high school entrants who drop out within four 
years declined steadily, from 21.8% for the Class of 1986 (those who entered ninth grade in 
1982-83) to 17.2% for the Class of 1991 (those who entered ninth grade in 1987-88). 8 Despite 
this, graduation rates have not generally improve. Key findings are: 



5 As discussed in footnote 3, the curriculum index has been shrinking since 1986. This shrinkage is 
due both to cuts in the school system's overall budget and to changing school priorities. 

*The cohort method assigns students to a "class" based on their date of first-time entry into ninth 
grade. Students assigned to the Class of 1991, for example, entered the ninth grade for the first time in 
the 1987-88 school year. Applying this methodology, each student has one of four possible outcomes 
at the end of four years, the traditionally expected period for completion of high school studies: gradua- 
tion, dropout, discharge from the system, and continued enrollment. 

n The Cohort Report: Four-Year Results for the Class of 1991 and Follow-Ups of the Classes of 1988, 
1989, and 1990 and The 1990-91 Dropout Rate (Brooklyn, New York: New York City Board of 
Education, May 1992). 

'Basic data are from Board of Education sources cited in the body of the report. 
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The four-year graduation rate has not improved. 

* Only 41% of the Class of 1986 graduated within four years. Over the next 
few years, four-year graduation rates declined, reaching a low of 37.6% in 
1990. 

* In 1991, the four-year graduation rate rose to 38.9%, an improvement over 
two previous years, but a decline from 1986, 1987, and 1988. 

The longterm graduation rate has not improved. 

* Seven-year graduation data are available for the Classes of 1986 through 1989, 
the years in which four-year graduation rates were at their highest. Seven 
years after entering high school about 57% of students in the Classes of 1986, 
1987, and 1988 had graduated; rates did not improve with successive classes. 

* Six-year graduation data-are available for the Classes of 1986 through 1989. 
The six-year graduation rate is the most complete information available for the 
Class of 1989. Six years after entering high school, 53.1% of the Class of 
1989 had graduated, the lowest six-year graduation rate of any class. 

* Five-year graduation data are available for the Classes of 1986 through 1990. 
Five years after entering high school, 49.5% of the Class of 1990 had 
graduated. This rate is an improvement over 1986 and 1987, but it is worse 
than 1988 and 1989. 

Decreasing four-year dropout rates have meant that students stay in school longer. The 
percentage of students enrolling for a fifth year grew to 27. 8 % of the Class of 1991 from 24.9 % 
of the Class of 1986, for example. Decreasing dropout rates have not meant higher graduation 
rates. 
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The failure of graduation rates to improve when dropout rates have declined is only 
seemingly inconsistent. Graduation requirements increased with the Class of 1989, the year high 
school graduation rates edged downward. 9 Students stayed in school longer, but they were not 
able to achieve performance standards. 10 



B. In 1991. most city high schools graduated less than ha lf of the students who entered four 
years earlier 20 of these high schools graduated less than 25% of the students who 
entered four years earlier. 

Table 1 on the following page shows the frequency of various graduation rates for the 
City's 124 high schools. 11 For the Class of 1991, 86 high schools had four-year graduation 
rates below 50 percent. Twenty had four-year graduation rates below 25 percent. 12 

* Most of the 20 high schools with the poorest performance are alternative schools - 
small, largely second-chance schools that serve prior dropouts and truants — so the 
finding should not be surprising. 

* Seven of these schools, however, are traditional schools that admit entrants directly 
from middle school. 

* Traditional schools with fewer than 25% of students graduating are Automotive, 
George Washington, Eastern District, James Monroe, Theodore Roosevelt, Walton, 
and Bushwick. 



'In addition to competency tests in reading, writing, and mathematics, beginning with the Class of 
1989, students were required to pass a competency test in American history. An additional term of 
history was required beginning with the Class of 1989 and electives were constrained in favor of 
increased course combination/sequence requirements. The Class of 1991 faced additional competency 
tests in science and global studies and a proficiency exam in occupational education. Students who 
entered high school in September 1991 (Class of 1994) will be required to complete three years of 
mathematics, where two years were previously required. Despite increasing academic demands, high 
school students have actually had less access to instruction since 1986 as a function of budget cuts and 
other factors. The curriculum index, which identifies the number of units/credits students took on 
average in a given year, fell from 6.60 in 1986 to 5.71 in 1991. Twenty units are required to graduate. 

l0 In Hanging in: A study of student credit accumulation in high school (1990), the Educational 
Priorities Panel reports that in 1989 almost two-thirds of all students failed one or more courses in the 
fall term and one-third failed three or more courses. 

"Developed from data in Appendix D-l, Cohort Report. 

12 School-level graduation rates are presented in Appendix B. 
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Table 1 . Distribution of four-year graduation rates across high schools 



Percentage of students graduating 
within four yeara 


Number (and %) of schools: in 
range 


0-24% 


20 (16%) 


25-49% 


66 (53%) 


50-74% 


33 (27%) 


75-100% 


4 (3%) 


Not available 


1 (1%) 


Total 


124 (100%) 



C. Four-year graduation rates have declined in more high schools than improved . 

Table 2 on the following page shows graduation rates for "traditional schools" 13 where 
graduation rates changed by five or more percentage points between the Class of 1989 and the 
Class of 1991 and the change in the interim year was in the same direction as the overall 
change. In three high schools, the graduation rate declined by more than 10 percentage points 
between the Class of 1989 and the Class of 1991; in 11 schools, the decline was five percentage 
points or more. The graduation rate improved by five percentage points or more in only four 
schools. 



D. The chance of attending a school from which over 50% of students graduate varies 
considerably by borough . 

Four-year graduation results for the Class of 1991 for the top five "traditional" high 
schools in each of the boroughs are listed in Table 3, which appears on the page 7. Table 4, 
immediately following, presents four-year graduation results for the bottom five "traditional" 
high schools 14 in each of the boroughs. 15 



13 High schools have often been categorized as either "traditional" or "alternative. " Traditional schools 
are generally large and admit students directly from middle school. Alternative schools are generally 
small and admit students who have had trouble elsewhere in the high school system. Alternative schools 
are not included in this analysis both because of their special role as "second chance" schools and because 
their small size tends to make statistical data less stable over time. 

14 Alternative schools are not included in this analysis. Alternative schools generally admit students 
who have had difficulty in high school previously. Such schools can be expected to have low graduation 
rates. 



Table 2. Four-year graduation rates at "traditional" high schools 16 with rates that have 

changed by five percentage points or more 



oCflOOiS 


ciass or 
1989 


ciass or 
1990 


ciass 01 ! 

}/" 1991 


Lmicxcnce, 
1991-1989 


Rates unproved 










Boys & Girls 


28.6% 


32.7% 


36.4% 


7.8% 


Brandeis 


26.5% 


27.4% 


38.3% 


11.8% 


East New York 


27.7% 


34.7% 


37.1% 


9.4% 


Morris 


22.6% 


27.4% 


27.6% 


5.0% 


Kates declined 










Aviation 


49.1% 


39.8% 


33.2%- 


-15.9% 


Eastern District 


23.4% 


19.3% 


18.1% 


-5.3% 


George Wingate 


41.7% 


40.1% 


36.2% 


-5.5% 


Grace Dodge 


- 46.1% 


40.8% 


39.9% 


-6.2% 


John Adams 


49.4% 


45.9% 


42.3% 


-7.1% 


Lafayette 


44.2% 


41.7% 


37.2% 


-7.0% 


Park West 


38.2% 


34.6% 


33.2% . 


-5.0% 


South Shore 


58.3% 


56.3% 


48.9% 


-9.4% 


Springfield Gardens 


41.9% 


34.5% 


28.2% 


-13.7% 


Tilden 


40.6% 


35.6% 


33.7% 


-6.9% 


William Maxwell 


58.3% 


51.8% 


46.0% 


-12.3% 



l5 Based on data in Appendix D-l, Cohort Report. 
l6 See previous footnote. 
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Table 3. Four-year graduation rates at top five schools by borough, 1991 



Borotioh and school:- 


Glass 1 aradustfon rate 


DfooKiyn 




Midwood 


7«5 AOL 


DrooKjyn i ecnntcai 


DO. / 70 


Edward R. Murrow 


DO. 070 


Paul Robeson 


AC 

Ot). /70 


ri .o. leiecom. Arcs 


An i' 


Bronx 




Bronx H.S. of Science 


GO 0 ry, 
O/.C770 


Herbert Lehman 


**-/.**-70 1 


Harry S. Truman 


4 yl C OA 


Grace Dodge 


QQ Qflf 


unnstopner uolumous 




Manhattan 




Stuyvesant 


OZ.*4-70 


A. rnilip Handoipn 


O4-.U70 


r. M. Labuardia 


Art A OA 
OU.4-70 


Murry Berytraum 


CO QQ/. 

00.970 


Art ot Design 


CO QQ/ 

00.070 


Queens 




Townsend Harris 


Q*5 AOzL 

yo.o7o 


Benjamin Cardozo 


/ Z.O70 


Martin van ouren 


CO 70/* 
09. / 70 


Forest rims 


00.4-70 


Grover Cleveland 


C7 vl OA 
0 / .4-70 


beaten island 




Staten Island Tech 


86.1% 


Tottenville 


71.2% 


Susan E. Wagner 


68.6% 


Port Richmond 


64.5% 


Ralph McKee 


52.3% 



Table 4. Four-year graduation rates at bottom five schools; by borough, 1 991 



[ Borough and school 


Class 1 991 graduation rates 


Brooklyn 




John Jay 


26.6% 


Thomas Jefferson 


25.9% 


Bushwick 


22.4% 


Automotive 


20.3% 


Eastern District 


18.1% 


Bronx 




South Bronx 


25.7% 


William H. Taft 


25.4% 


James Monroe 


24,5% 


Walton 


23,8% 


Theodore Roosevelt 


16,9% 


Manhattan 




Seward Park 


33.4% 


Park West 


33,2% 


Martin Luther King, Jr. 


32.3% 


Julia Richman 


31.4% 


George Washington 


23.8% 


Queens 




Franklin K. Lane 


37.0% 


Queens Vocational 


36.4% 


Andrew Jackson 


33.3% 


Aviation 


33.2% 


Springfield Gardens 


28.2% 


Staten Island 




Susan E. Wagner 


68.6% 


Port Richmond 


64.5% 


Ralph McKee 


52.3% 


New Dorp 


51.0% 


Curtis 


50.0% 
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Together Tables 3 and 4 show that the "worst" schools in Staten Island had better 
graduation rates than the "best" schools generally open to students in the Bronx. All 
"traditional" high schools in Staten Island graduated more than half of the Class of 1991 in four 
years. Only one "traditional" high school in the Bronx graduated more than half of the Class 
of 1991 in four years, and that is a specialized school admitting students from across the city. 

Table 3 shows the following: 

* Four-year graduation rates exceeded 50% in at least five schools in each of four 
boroughs - Brooklyn, Manhattan, Staten Island, and Queens. 

* Only one high school in the Bronx had a four-year graduation rate above 50% , the 
Bronx High School of Science, which is specialized and admits students from across 
the city on the basis of an entrance examination. 

Table 4 shows the following: 

* In one borough, Staten Island, the graduation rate exceeded 50% for all traditional 
high schools. 

* The bottom five traditional schools in each of the other boroughs all graduated less 
than 50% of the Class of 1991. 

E. Conclusion 

Attempts to reduce the four-year dropout rate have had the positive effect of keeping 
students in school longer, but they have not led to improved graduation rates. One might even 
argue that attempts to maintain supportive services and prevent dropping out have had to 
compete with attempts to provide students with optimum course offerings and encourage timely 
graduation. 17 In any case, improving the graduation rate will certainly require efforts that 
enhance students' opportunity to take and pass required courses. 18 



17 As discussed in footnote 3, the curriculum index has been shrinking since 1986. This shrinkage is 
due both to cuts in the school system's overall budget and to changing school priorities. 

18 In Hanging in: A study of student credit accumulation in high school (1990), the Educational 
Priorities Panel reports that in 1989 almost two-thirds of all students failed one or more courses in the 
fall term and one-third failed three or more courses. 
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Appendix A 

Cohort study results for the Classes of 1986 r 1987, 1988, 1989, 1990, and 1991 
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Appendix B 

Four-year graduation rates for the 
Classes of 1986, 1987, 1988, 1989, 1990, and 1991, by school 
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CITY OF NEW YORK. OFFICE OF THE COMPTROLLER 
Othtr Offici of Policy Managamant Reports 

Stapleton Homeport: A Review of the Fiscal Impact on New York City, April 1990 

Poverty and Breast Cancer in New York City, October 1990 

The Effect of the MacBride Principles on Employment Discrimination against Catholics in Northern Ireland, November 1990. 
Bus Air Pollution in New York City, April 1991 

Cops Underground: An Analysis of Crime and Policing in New York City Subways, April 1991 

Shortchanging New York in the War on Crime: How Federal Criminal Justice Grants Are Misallocated and New York State Loses 
Out, May 1991 

Taking the Profit Out of Firearms Violence: A Proposal to Impose Strict Liability on the Manufacturers and Distributors of Handguns 
and Assault Rifles for Injuries and Deaths Resulting from their Criminal Use, June 1991 

Sludge Management: A Review of New York City's Intermediate Range Program, August 1991 

Dick and Jane Revisited: A Study of Gender Bias in Children's Reading Materials, August 1991 

Kennedy Airport: Economic Opportunity Neglected, November 1991 

Slow Down, Traffic Ahead: Potential Problems with Imppsing New Tolls on East River and Harlem River Bridges, November 1 991 
Our Kids Are Not Immune: New York City's Failure to Prevent Childhood Diseases, December 1991 
Who's Accountable for Soaring Water and Sewer Fees?, December 1991 (with Bureau of Budget) 

Radiation Out of Control: The Department of Health's Bureau for Radiation Control Is Not Inspecting All X-ray Equipment in New 
York City, January 1992 (with Special Investigations Unit) 

Burn Baby Burn: How to Dispose of Garbage by Polluting Land, Sea and Air at Enormous Cost, January 1992 
Fire and Ice: How Garbage Incineration Contributes to Global Warming, March 1992 

A Tale of Two Incinerators: How New York City Opposes Incineration in New Jersey While Supporting It At Home, May 1992 
The $6 J billion Question: Federal Aid and New York City, May 1992 (with Bureau of Budget) 
What Goes Around Comes Around: Good News About Recycling Markets, June 1992 

Smokescreen: How the Department of Sanitation's Solid Waste Plan and Environmental Impact Statement Cover Up the Poisonous 
Health Effects of Burning Garbage, June 1992 

It Doesn't Compute: Why There are So Few Computers in New York City Classrooms, July 1992 
On The Line: Exports, Manufacturing and the City's Blue Collar Future, December 1992 
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